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STRICTLY ETHNIC
W hy have film  theorists shunned funny movies? Is it simply that theorists are un­
willing toexacerbate their killjoy repu­
tations by making a move on cin­
ematic humour? Even more puzzling, 
given the way jokes have been used to 
beat women around the head, is the 
fact that the large and influential con­
tingent of feminists writing on film 
have said so little on the perennially 
popular genre of comedy. Ratherthan 
wheeling out the old line about femi­
nists’ lack of humour, I’d like to sug­
gest that the tools of trade of film 
theorists are, in the fashion of a Laurel 
and Hardy sketch, quite destructively 
getting in the way of an investigation 
into the comic in films.
During the mid-70s, feminist ac­
counts of film made a huge leap for­
ward when attention shifted from 
stereotypes of women to the way in 
which the act of watching film is 
gendered. The key to this new ap­
proach was a picture of the processes 
of viewing, based on a metaphor be­
tween the darkened cinema and the 
scene of the child’s incorporation into 
society and language as described in 
rereadings of Freud. This metaphor 
has proved immensely productive. 
Unfortunately, the tendency to see 
even a symbolic family hearth as the 
uncomplicated domain of pink and 
blue playsuits has beset many feminist 
writers on film who have produced a 
diverse and fascinating range of film 
analyses in which influence of ethnic­
ity (or indeed class, racism and so on) 
is either entirely ignored, or made to 
parallel neatly the workings of gen­
der.
Perhaps the neglect, of comedy, 
then, can be attributed to its manifest 
dependence on the play between par­
ticular notions of class, race, religios­
ity and a multitude of other social 
distinctions. In Jokes and their Rela­
tionship to the Unconscious, Freud sug­
gests that jokes are a symptom of un­
derlying psychic processes. T aking the 
substance of humour seriously, how­
ever, is one interesting way of discov­
ering how popular culture links gen­
der with otber kinds of social identity. 
And what better example could 
present itself than Baz Luhrmann’s 
Stricdy Ballroom ?
One of the central scenes in Strictly 
Ballroom gives a strong indication that 
understanding comedy can involve 
relating ideas about gender to those 
around ethnicity. Fran’s grandmother, 
teaching Scott to dance “from the 
heart”, comments admiringly to her 
rather embarrassed grandchild about 
the nice body exposed by his unbut­
toned shirt. The older woman’s re­
mark is in Spanish, conveniently sub­
titled for English-speaking members 
of the audience. It’s a funny moment, 
playing on assumptions about wom­
en’s (and especially older women’s) 
supposed disinclination to look at male
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bodies. The joke signals a reversal of 
the romance plot, suddenly giving Fran 
inside knowledge and the upper hand 
in a relationship with Scott which 
had until then been characterised by 
his mastery and her ignorance.
The recourse to subtitled Spanish 
also pulls the audience into line with 
the two women’s look at a male body, 
making explicit the undercurrent of 
display present in the flamboyant 
dance sequences throughout the 
movie. Feminist accounts have 
pointed out that in classical cinema 
it’s overwhelmingly male characters 
who serve as the proxy for the specta­
tor, more often than not directing the 
gaze of both camera and audience at 
the image of a female body. Even 
within Strictly Ballroom, the removal 
of Fran’s glasses is a time-honoured 
metaphor for her transformation from 
observing ugly duckling to an attrac­
tive dancer at the centre of attention. 
Given the importance of this conven­
tion, it is of considerable interest that 
it’s the timely intervention of 
Spanishness which triggers the audi­
ence’s identification witha/erruile gaze 
at a male body. Understanding the 
effects of ethnicity might be crucial, 
at least in this film, to an understand­
ing of gender and comedy.
Spanishness isn’t of course the only 
ethnicity which features in Strict!} Ball­
room. Rather, it’s a particular variant 
of Australian identity which gives the 
movie its distinctive quality—a spe­
cifically feminised kind of kitsch. The 
film traces the struggle of the talented 
Scott for an individual kind of danc­
ing outside the restrictive regulations 
of the Dance Federation. While this is 
a familiar romantic novel plot-line, 
it’s the over-the-top character of the 
status quo from which the epic strug­
gle for innovation in dance-sport takes 
place that is one of the most notable 
features of the film. The stylisation of 
the costumes, dance steps and even 
personality (Scott’s mother exclaims 
“I’ve got my happy face on”) evoke a 
kind of rampant conformism which is 
personified primarily by the women in 
Scott’s life.
The portrayal of Scott’s ambitious 
and conventional mother and his ec­
centric and brilliant father elicits 
groans of recognition from those
schooled in film clichg. It’s worth 
noting also that Scott and his initial 
dancing partner Liz fit the same mould 
of female convention and male inno­
vation. In fact, the identification of 
women with unquestioning conform­
ity is a hoary connection, going back 
at least to responses to modernity in 
the early part of this century. Critics 
of the move to mass culture viewed 
the mass audience not only as 
undifferentiated and easily led, but 
particularly feminised.
Fashion is often depicted as the 
realm of an irrational female 
conformism. The preposterous cos­
tumes which characterise the ball­
room dancers in Strictly Ballroom pow­
erfully and comically evoke this con­
nection. It’s significant that although 
a few hints through the film indicate 
acontemporary setting, the costumes, 
sets and sound-track give the film a 
‘retro’ feel. Following the maxim that 
there’s nothing so ridiculous as last 
decade’s fashions, this dated quality 
makes it all the easier to laugh at the 
milieu of compulsory ballroom.
Strictly Ballroom’s depiction of the 
conformism of the dance studio also 
has overtones of the version of Aus­
tralian suburbia drawn upon in the 
persona of Edna Everage. It’s an 
Australianness of the cultural cringe; 
a feminised alternative to the bush
battler image. The hit song of the 
film, John Paul Young’s disco tune 
“Love is in the Air,” captures this 
version of Australianness perfectly. A 
kitsch classic of a period that came in 
for a great deal of ridicule in the 80s, 
the song wallows in romance, The use 
of J PY’s song in the film is perhaps best 
described as reaffirmative parody, 
since the final sequence isn’t just a 
take-off of the song on the sound­
track, but borrows its romantic con­
notations as well. Nonetheless, the 
song neatly encapsulates the central 
joke in the film—ajokeonafeminised, 
and particularly Australian, kind of 
conformism.
Of course, there is at least one 
woman in Strictly Ballroom who es­
capes the taint of conformity—and 
that is Fran, Scott’s dancing partner. 
The ‘authentic’ culture of her family 
lends her dancing, as well as her per­
son, distinction. Scott’s first recogni­
tion of Fran’s choreographic ability, 
for instance, is prompted by a snappy 
Spanish-flavoured step. The laughter 
that greets Scott’s attempts at the 
ballroom version of the paso doble in 
the presence of Fran’s family provides 
an internal reference point for jokes 
on the stylised qualities of ballroom 
dancing.
Two kinds of women—Scott’s 
mother and partner on the one hand, 
and Fran on the other— embody 
Scott’s two alternatives of the roman­
tic novel plot. Along with romance 
and drama, the tension between these 
two versions of femininity provides 
most of the humour of the film. How­
ever, without recognising the weight 
of‘authentic’ ethnicity in the plot, or 
the significance of an Australianised 
conformism in the depiction of the 
women in the film, one would be 
hard-pressed to see how Strictly Ball­
room works as a comedy. Attending to 
these elements within film doesn’t 
mean losing sight of cultural influ­
ence of gender. Rather, it means grasp­
ing the nuances of gender itself. And, 
hopefully, in the process, gaining some 
insight into the gendering of com­
edy. a
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